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Abstract 
With the rise of photo-based media, women are exposed to increasingly unattainable body  
trends, including “fitspiration” (physically fit women to motivate exercise) and “thinspiration” 
(thin women to motivate weight loss). Although “fitspiration” is intended to encourage healthy 
exercise, its content is thematically similar to thin ideal stimuli, perhaps unintentionally  
triggering similar negative effects on body image. Using an experimental pre- and post-
manipulation survey design, this study addresses the negative effects of viewing fitspiration 
images as well as factors that may moderate these effects. Study participants who viewed 
fitspiration photos reported significantly higher body dissatisfaction, lower positive affect, and 
lower self-esteem than study participants who viewed the control images. However, study 
participants who viewed viewed the thinspiration images had similar outcomes. Additionally, no 
condition created a significantly higher motivation to exercise or diet. Fitspiration images do not 
appear to lead to increased motivation to exercise, but seem to lead to similar outcomes as 
thinspiration images (e.g. decreased body satisfaction, lower affect, and reduced self-esteem) 
decreased body satisfaction, lower affect, and reduced self-esteem. We found some support that 
social comparison moderated positive affect and self-esteem with decreased positive affect and 
self-esteem in the fitspiration condition. Additional research should examine these results in a 
younger population are necessary. 
 
Keywords: photo-based media, fitspiration images, body image 
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Experimental Examination of the Effects of Fitspiration Images 
Body dissatisfaction among women is associated with sociocultural influences, including 
the media influences (Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). With the rise of photo-based media and 
technology applications, women are exposed to more and more unattainable body stimuli than 
ever before, and exposure to images is hypothesized to have links to affective and behavioral 
outcomes. For example, adolescents who internalize beauty standards portrayed in the media are 
known to work out more (Taveras et al., 2004). Previous research has also shown that college 
women often engage in comparison with photos posted by others on social networking sites and 
applications, and that this behavior is associated with negative body image and disordered eating 
(Bardone-Cone et al., 2018; Walker et al, 2015).  
The advent of photo-based social media like the social networking application Instagram 
has resulted in more and more images of unattainable body stimuli being posted and shared 
online. One phenomenon that has emerged with social media is the idea of “#thinspiration,” 
which refer to photos of very thin women meant to “inspire” efforts at weight loss and drive for 
thinness.  Much research has been done to understand the thin ideal body and its negative 
impacts on women (Dittmar et al., 2009). However, a new trend of images has gained popularity 
in recent years that moves towards motivational photos featuring women with more athletic and 
fit bodies. These photos are associated with the Instagram trend “#fitspiration” and are intended 
to motivate exercise and a focus on fitness. Recent research has shown that though the trends 
have different titles, the content of these images is similar (Boepple & Thompson, 2016; 
Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). Therefore, it could be that these “fitspiration” images intended to 
motivate fitness could have similar unintended negative effects as “thinspiration” images. The 
current study uses an experimental design to examine the effects of these “fitspiration” images 
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on body dissatisfaction, affect, and self-esteem in undergraduate women, in contrast to 
“thinspiration” images and a control condition, as well as identify moderators of risk for the 
influences of these images.  
Presentation of Women in Traditional Media  
The media is notorious for presenting altered and unattainable representations of women. 
Models are traditionally thin and do not represent the average woman (Spitzer et al., 1999). 
Content analyses have found that in media, “thin is normative and attractive” and “fat is aberrant 
and repulsive” (Zillmann & Bryan, 2014). In addition to the profound thinness of models in 
media, they are also edited to look thinner and more attractive (Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). 
Photo editing like “Photoshop” and other modifications such as filters are done to enhance the 
visual appeal of models in photos for advertisements or marketing. Photo editing ranges from 
removing stray hairs and taking away blemishes, to as extreme as digitally removing inches from 
hips, waists, and thighs, as well as changing the size of certain feature such as breasts and eyes to 
increase desirability. These methods make the look of women in media images unrealistic and 
almost impossible to achieve.  
Presentation of Women on Social Media 
Instagram is a photo-based application where users can share photos and videos with 
others. They can add hashtags to their posts, linking the photos to other content on Instagram 
featuring the same subject or overall topic. The application allows users to see which photos are 
trending (posts that are associated with a frequently shared topic, with topics indicated by a 
hashtag).  
Recent trends relating to body image and health on Instagram include “#fitspiration,” 
which are defined as photos intended to motivate people to exercise and pursue a healthy 
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lifestyle using photos of women who are physically fit. Another more established social media 
trend is “#thinspiration,” which includes idealized images of thin women, meant to motivate 
weight loss. Interestingly, although “fitspiration” is intended to encourage a healthy lifestyle 
through exercise, its content may be thematically similar to thin ideal stimuli, causing similar 
negative effects on body image (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015).  
Much research has been done to investigate the impacts of the thin ideal seen in these 
“thinspiration” images, particularly its negative impact on women (Grabe et al., 2008). However, 
it seems that media is moving more towards the fit, or athletic, ideal for attractiveness (Homan et 
al., 2012). It could be that this shift is due to concerns with the outcomes of thin ideal images and 
recent censorship; for example, Instagram no longer allows usage of the “thinspiration” hashtag 
(Chancellor et al., 2016). However, impacts of fit ideal images have not been examined as 
closely in the literature. One study found that regardless of the type of ideal comparison (thin 
ideal or fitness ideal), individuals who engage in upward comparison to media images and are 
high fitness ideal internalization feel more motivation to engage in exercise and dieting 
behaviors (Boepple & Thompson, 2016). More recently, a study found that motivation to 
exercise increased after viewing muscular ideal images but not thin or athletic ideal images, 
while body image concern and appearance comparison occurred in fitness and thin ideal viewing 
conditions (Robinson et al. 2017). This could mean that although there is a shift toward fitness 
photo stimuli in an effort to decrease negative effects, the photos are still having the same or 
similar effects on viewers.  
Psychological Effects of Media Images 
Research has been done to explore the negative effects that can result from viewing 
unrealistic and unattainable beauty ideals in media images. The outcomes most examined are: 
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body dissatisfaction, affect/mood, and self-esteem. For example, researchers examining body 
image have found that body dissatisfaction among women can be attributed to sociocultural 
influences, particularly the media (Thompson & Heinberg, 1999). Further, a recent study has 
shown that exposure to fitspiration images led to increased negative mood and body 
dissatisfaction and decreased state appearance self-esteem relative to control images on travel 
(Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). 
Factors Altering the Negative Influence of Media Images of the Thin Ideal  
Some factors may exacerbate the negative effects of viewing thin ideal images; these 
include social comparison and perfectionism. Social comparison contributes to many of the 
negative effects of media exposure. For example, the observed negative effect of media exposure 
on body dissatisfaction is at least partially mediated by engaging in social comparison while 
viewing thin ideal images (Tiggemann & McGill, 2004). Regarding perfectionism, those high in 
perfectionism are more likely to turn to social media for gratifications, because the ability to 
control one’s self-presentation is much higher in that their presentation is easily edited and 
highly controlled (Hellmann, 2016). They are also assumed to spend more time ruminating about 
appearance focused online comparisons (Perloff, 2014).  
 In contrast, other factors, such as self-compassion and body appreciation, may have a 
buffering effect, diminishing negative outcomes typically associated with viewing thin ideal 
media. Self-compassion refers to engaging in self-kindness rather than self-criticism, and 
learning to accept flaws. Viewing “fitspiration” images combined with self compassion messages 
led to more positive outcomes compared to viewing only fitspiration images (Slater et al., 2017). 
Research indicates that body appreciation, defined as individuals' acceptance of, favorable 
opinions toward, and respect for their bodies can also act in a protective role against body 
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dissatisfaction following thin ideal exposure (Andrew et al., 2015).  
The Current Study 
It is important to understand the differences in effects of thin and athletic idealized 
stimuli using an experimental setting. We want to expand on the current research on this topic in 
order to directly compare “fitspiration” and “thinspiration” images. Based on our review of the 
literature, “fitspiration” images may create similar negative changes in affect, body satisfaction 
and state self-esteem as viewing “thinspiration” images because the content has been found to be 
largely similar (Boepple & Thompson, 2016; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015) and because both 
types of images represent body shapes and sizes that are largely unattainable for most women.  
In the current study, we had three primary hypotheses. First, we hypothesized following 
viewing “fitspiration” and “thinspiration” images study participants will report lower body 
satisfaction, greater negative affect, and lower self-esteem, in contrast to study participants in the 
control condition. Second, we hypothesized that following viewing images in the “fitspiration” 
condition participants report more motivation to exercise more than the “thinspiration” condition, 
but reports of motivation to change eating behavior (i.e. start a diet) will be the same across both 
conditions. Third, regarding moderators, we predict that greater levels of social comparison and 
perfectionism will elevate the risk of negative outcomes from viewing “fitspiration” and 
“thinspiration” images (i.e., body dissatisfaction, negative affect, low self-esteem). We predict 
that greater self-reported self-compassion and body appreciation will act as buffers, ameliorating 
any negative effects of thin or athletic ideal photo stimuli.  
Method 
Participants 
We recruited a total of 223 participants via undergraduate introductory psychology  
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courses at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, a large public university in the 
southeastern United States. Undergraduates chose to participate in a study about Instagram usage 
using Sona, an online system that allows students to participate in research in order to gain 
course credit. Eligibility for participation included identifying as female, being between the ages 
of 17 and 25 inclusive, and having an Instagram account.  
Participants’ ages ranged from 17 to 22 with a mean age of 18.7 years (SD = 0.932). 
Participants had an average body mass index (BMI) of 22.87 (SD = 4.14; range =15.98 to 46.69) 
based on self-reported weight and height. A majority (73.5%) of participants identified as White, 
with 8.1% Black, 10.3% Asian, 1% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 1.8% American Indian 
or Alaskan Native, 1.8% other, and 3.6% mixed race or ethnicity. For highest parental education 
level, which serves as a proxy for socioeconomic status, the average score was 16.1 years 
(SD=2.43), which reflects an undergraduate degree.  
Procedure 
Each participant provided electronic consent before initiating their study participation. 
The study was completed online and remotely in a setting of their choosing on their personal 
devices. The study consisted of a pre-manipulation survey, the experimental manipulation of 
viewing photos, and a post-manipulation survey. The pre-manipulation survey included 
questions about demographic information and media usage, and collected baseline levels for 
body dissatisfaction, affect, and self-esteem. It also included measures of proposed moderators 
(appearance comparison, self-compassion, body appreciation, and perfectionism). Next, 
participants viewed a series of photos for their assigned condition. Each participant was 
randomly assigned to one of the following photo-viewing conditions: fitspiration, thinspiration, 
or control (travel photos). After viewing the photos, participants completed the post-
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manipulation survey which collected post-manipulation levels for mood, body satisfaction, and 
self-esteem, as well as a manipulation check and questions about travel to help aid the cover 
story for those who viewed the travel photos. Participants were debriefed after completion of the 
post-manipulation survey and within one week were assigned research credit for their 
participation. All aspects of this study were approved by the university’s Institutional Review 
Board.  
Experimental Manipulation  
 Three sets of photo stimuli were collected to capture fitspiration images, thinspiration 
images, and control images (travel photos); each set contained 12 photos. To find and select 
photos for each condition, searches were performed using the search engine Google, the site 
Tumblr, as well as via hashtag searches on public Instagram photos. For fitspiration images, key 
words searched for included “fitspiration” and “fitspo,” the latter being the common short form 
for this type of images. For thinspiration, we were only able to perform searches on Google and 
on Tumblr because the hashtags “thinspo” and “thinspiration” have been banned on Instagram. 
Travel images were also selected through Google searches using search terms such as “popular 
travel destinations.”  
 An initial pool of 30 of each type of image (fitspiration, thinspiration, and travel) was 
developed and photos were rated by research assistants on visual appeal and photo quality on a 
scale from 1 = very high to 5 = very low. The fitspiration and thinspiration images were also 
rated on their match to the thin and athletic ideal body type on a 5-point scale, 1 = not a match at 
all and 5 = a perfect match to the ideal. This rating was performed so that the fitspiration photos 
would be clearly differentiated from the thinspiration photos based on their match to the athletic 
ideal. Based on feedback from raters that stimuli should be more racially/ethnically diverse, we 
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added an additional set of nine images each for the fitspiration and thinspiration conditions. The 
raters then rated the second set on the same scales as the initial 30 photos. We then cut the 78 
total photos down to 40 based on visual appeal ratings. The author and designated lab members 
coded these 40 photos (20 for each of the fitspiration and thinspiration conditions) for qualities 
such as setting, type of clothing worn, stomach exposure, and other factors in order to match the 
thinspiration and fitspiration photos on these qualities. The 12 photos for the fitspiration and 
thinspiration conditions were chosen based on matches of these photo qualities. The final 12 
travel photos were selected on the basis of providing diverse images with the highest visual 
appeal ratings. To ensure that the control photos did not have any body image effects, we chose 
photos which were settings that did not include people. 
 The final sets for each image type contained 12 images that were similar in terms of 
visual appeal ratings and photo qualities. There was no significant difference in the visual appeal 
ratings of the thinspiration images (M = 3.71, SD = 0.66) and the fitspiration images (M = 3.86, 
SD = 0.55); t(22) = 0.60, p = 0.554. There was a significant difference in the thinspiration 
athletic ideal ratings (M = 1.86, SD = 0.79) and the fitspiration athletic ideal ratings (M = 4.70, 
SD = 0.20); t(22) = 12.05, p < .001. This indicates that the fitspiration images were a 
significantly better depiction of the athletic ideal than the thinspiration images.  
Measures 
Body Dissatisfaction. The Body Parts Satisfaction Scale-Revised (BPSS-R; Petrie et al., 
2002) was used to measure body dissatisfaction, with 14 items about body features and one 
overall rating about body shape and size for a total of 15 items. Participants were asked to rate 
their satisfaction/dissatisfaction with each of the body features (e.g., weight, stomach) on a 6-
point scale from 1 = extremely dissatisfied to 6 = extremely satisfied. The mean of all 15 item 
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responses was computed for the total score, with lower scores reflecting more body 
dissatisfaction. This measure was administered both before and after viewing the photos. In the 
current study, coefficient alpha was 0.93 for the pre-manipulation survey and 0.95 for the post-
manipulation survey. The BPSS-R has evidence for good reliability and validity in diverse 
female samples (Petrie et al., 2002). This measure was administered both before and after 
viewing the photos.  
Affect. The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988) was 
used to measure state positive and negative affect. This is a 20-item measure using a 5-point 
scale that ranges from 1 = very slightly or not at all to 5 = extremely. Items are averaged to 
compute a total score with higher values reflecting greater levels of negative and positive 
emotion. In a recent study by Villodas et al. (2011), the PANAS was found to demonstrate 
good reliability and convergent and discriminant validity with a sample of ethnically diverse 
adolescents in the U.S. This measure was administered both before and after viewing the photos. 
In the current study, coefficient alpha for the negative affect subscale was 0.80 for the pre-
manipulation survey and 0.84 for the post-manipulation survey. Although our hypothesis relates 
to negative affect, we also examined experimental effects on positive affect. For positive affect, 
coefficient alpha was 0.92 for the pre-manipulation survey and 0.94 for the post-manipulation 
survey. 
 Self-Esteem. The State Self-Esteem Scale (SSES; Heatherton & Polivy, 1991) was used 
to measure levels of appearance, performance, and social self-esteem. It is a 20-item scale (e.g., “I 
feel confident about my abilities”), with items totaled for subscale and and overall scores where 
higher score indicate greater self-esteem. The SSES has evidence for good reliability (coefficent 
alpha = 0.92) and validity in female undergraduate samples (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). This 
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measure was administered both before and after viewing the photos. In the current study, we 
used the overall self-esteem score; coefficient alpha was 0.94 for the pre-manipulation survey 
and 0.93 for the post-manipulation survey.  
Social Comparison. The Body, Eating, and Exercise Comparison Orientation Measure 
(BEECOM; Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2012) assesses tendency to perform comparisons related to 
the body, eating, and exercise. The current study used only the body and exercise comparison 
subscales of the questionnaire, with each subscale containing six items (e.g., “I compare my 
body shape to that of my peers”; “I pay close attention when I hear peers talking about 
exercise”). Items were rated 1 (never) to 7 (always) and responses were summed so that higher 
scores indicated higher tendency to compare in each category. The BEECOM has evidence for 
good reliability (test-retest r = 0.90, p < .001) and validity in female undergraduate samples 
(Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2012). In the current study, the coefficient alphas for the combined 
two subscales combined was 0.95.  
Perfectionism. Two measures were used to quantify perfectionism. From the Frost 
Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (MPS; Frost et al., 1990) we used the Concern over 
Mistakes (9 items; “I should be upset if I make a mistake”) subscale. Response options ranged 
from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. Item scores are summed for each subscale, with 
a higher score indicating greater perfectionism. The MPS has evidence for good reliability 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91) and validity in female undergraduate samples (Frost et al., 1990). In 
the current study, the coefficient alpha was 0.90 for the concern over mistakes subscale. 
The Perfectionistic Self Presentation Scale (PSPS; Hewitt et al., 2003) was used to 
measure perfectionism in terms of self-presentation. This scale is a 27-item measure with the 
following three subscales: Perfectionistic Self-Promotion (i.e., the need to appear perfect), 
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Nondisplay of Imperfection (i.e., the need to avoid appearing imperfect), Nondisclosure of 
Imperfection (i.e., the need to avoid public admission of Imperfection). Response options range 
from 1 = disagree strongly to 5 = agree strongly. Items in each subscale are summed with higher 
values indicating higher levels of perfectionistic self-presentation. The PSPS has evidence for 
good reliability and validity (alphas range from 0.78-0.86 for subscales) in university students 
(Hewitt et al., 2003). In the current study, we used the nondisplay of imperfections subscale 
which had a coefficient alpha of 0.93.  
Self Compassion. The Self Compassion Scale-Short Form was used to measure levels of 
self compassion (SCS-SF; Raes et al., 2011). This is a 12-item scale (e.g., “I try to see my 
failings as part of the human condition”) in which participants responded to statements from 1 = 
almost never to 5 = almost always. The mean of all 12 item responses was computed for the total 
score, with higher scores reflecting more self compassion. The SCS-SF has evidence for good 
reliability and validity (alpha = 0.86) in university students, and is highly correlated with the 
long form version (r = 0.98) (Raes et al., 2011). In the current study, coefficient alpha was .87. 
Body Appreciation. The Body Appreciation Scale was used to evaluate body 
appreciation as a protective factor (BAS; Avalos et al., 2005). This is a 13-item (e.g., “I respect 
my body”) scale to which participants respond from 1 = never  to  5 = always. Item scores were 
totaled, with a higher score indicating greater body appreciation. The BAS has evidence for good 
reliability and validity (Cronbach’s alpha=0.89) in female undergraduate samples (Swami & 
Abbasnejad, 2010). In the current study, coefficient alpha was 0.95. 
Motivations. We designed a set of statements related to motivation to understand 
reactions to the images and evaluate if the manipulation was successful. We asked questions 
about their motivation to engage in behaviors in the days following the study, such as increase 
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exercise or attempt to lose weight via dieting. Participants responded to the statements from 1 
(not at all inspired) to 7 (very inspired). These items were loosely adapted from a previous study, 
which used a similar manipulation check for photo stimuli (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). In 
the current study, coefficient alpha was 0.90 for the three questions related to motivation to 
exercise (to go to the gym, to exercise, to improve my muscle tone) and 0.75 for the two 
questions related to motivation to diet (to change my diet, to skip a meal).  
Data Analysis Plan  
Hypothesis 1: Group comparisons on body dissatisfaction, affect, and self-esteem. 
We used one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to compare the three groups on baseline values 
of the outcome variables of interest (i.e., body dissatisfaction, affect, and self-esteem). Given no 
group differences (see Results), we conducted one-way ANOVAs for the outcomes of interest 
assessed post-manipulation and performed follow-up pairwise comparisons with Tukey's test in 
cases of significant omnibus F statistics.  
Hypothesis 2: Motivations related to exercise and dieting. We used one-way 
ANOVAs with Tukey’s test of pairwise comparisons to compare the three groups on levels of 
motivation to diet and exercise following the exposure to the images. 
Hypothesis 3: Moderator models. We used two-way ANOVAs with Tukey’s test of 
pairwise comparisons to test the proposed moderator models. In particular, we examined 3 
(photo-viewing conditions) x 2 (high/low levels of the moderator) ANOVAs where high and low 
levels of the moderator were determined by median splits.  
Results 
The three groups (fitspiration, thinspiration, and controls) were similar in terms of 
demographics of age, BMI, parental education, and race/ethnicity (see Table 1). Indeed, one-way 
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ANOVAs and chi-square analyses indicated no significant differences in demographics across 
photo conditions (see Table 1). The three groups were also similar in baseline values of negative 
affect, positive affect, body dissatisfaction, and state self-esteem, as indicated by non-significant 
findings in one-way ANOVAs (see Table 2). Thus, the random assignment worked as intended.  
Group comparisons on body dissatisfaction, affect, and self-esteem 
Body dissatisfaction. There was a significant main effect of photo condition on overall body 
dissatisfaction, F(2, 220) = 3.35, p = .037, partial eta squared = 0.03. Follow up Tukey HSD 
comparisons indicated that after viewing the photos, the fitspiration image viewers reported 
significantly lower body satisfaction (M = 3.71, SD = 1.15) than did viewers of control images 
(M = 4.18, SD = 0.97) (p = .028), but not significantly lower than the thinspiration photo 
condition (M=3.95, SD=1.12) (p = .409). The thinspiration and control conditions did not differ 
significantly in post-manipulation body dissatisfaction (p = .371).  
Affect. For negative affect, results indicated there was not a significant main effect of 
image condition on negative affect ratings, F(2, 214) = 1.85, p = 0.160. For positive affect, there 
was a significant main effect of photo condition on positive affect ratings, F(2, 211) = 6.08, p = 
.003, partial eta squared = .054. Follow-up Tukey HSD comparisons indicated that after viewing 
the images, the fitspiration image viewers reported significantly lower positive affect (M = 23.29, 
SD = 8.65) than the control image condition (M = 28.95, SD = 9.29) (p = .002), but not 
significantly lower than viewers of the thinspiration images (M = 26.38, SD = 10.29) (p = .149). 
The thinspiration and control conditions did not differ significantly in post-manipulation positive 
affect (p = .230).  
Self-esteem. There was a significant main effect of photo condition on state self-esteem, 
F(2, 219) = 3.21, p = 0.042, partial eta squared = 0.03. 
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indicated that after viewing the photos, the fitspiration image viewers reported significantly 
lower self-esteem (M = 65.47, SD =13.99) than did viewers of control images (M = 71.45, SD = 
14.15) (p =.037), but not significantly lower than those in the thinspiration condition (M = 69.58, 
SD = 15.27) (p =.201). The thinspiration and control conditions did not differ significantly in 
post-manipulation state self-esteem (p = .707).  
Motivations related to exercise and dieting 
Motivation to exercise. No significant main effect was found for photo condition on 
self-reported motivation to exercise, (F(2, 220) = 1.21, p =.299). There were no differences 
between fitspiration (M = 3.69, SD =1.05), thinspiration (M = 3.91, SD =1.05), or control 
conditions (M = 3.68, SD =0.99).  
Motivation to diet. No significant main effect was found for photo condition on self-
reported motivation to diet (F(2, 220) = 1.91, p = 0.150). There were no differences between 
fitspiration (M = 2.90, SD =1.09), thinspiration (M = 2.60, SD =1.09), or control conditions (M = 
2.63, SD =0.88).  
Moderator models  
We hypothesized that individual differences would moderate the effects of these images 
on outcomes with social comparison and perfectionism increasing risk for negative outcomes and 
self-compassion and body appreciation acting as buffers.  
Social comparison. A 3 (photo condition) x 2 (level of social comparison: high or low 
based on a median split) ANOVA was conducted to examine the interactive effect of photo 
viewing condition and social comparison on self-esteem, yielding a significant interaction: F(2, 
216) = 5.03, p = .007. Simple main effects analysis showed that those with high levels of social 
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comparison experienced significantly lower self-esteem in the fitspiration condition than the 
control condition (p = .018) (partial eta squared = 0.04) (see Figure 1).  
A 3 (photo condition) x 2 (level of social comparison) ANOVA was conducted to 
examine the interactive effects of photo viewing condition and social comparison on positive 
affect, yielding a significant interaction: F(2, 208) = 4.29, p = .016. Simple main effects analysis 
revealed that those with high levels of social comparison reported significantly lower positive 
affect in the fitspiration condition than the control condition (p = .001) (partial eta squared = 
0.04) (see Figure 2).  
Photo condition and social comparison did not interact to predict negative affect (F(2, 
217) = 1.47, p = .231) or body dissatisfaction (F(2, 217) = 1.96, p = .144).  
Perfectionism. A 3 (photo condition) x 2 (level of perfectionism) ANOVA was 
conducted to examine the interactive effects of photo condition on the outcomes of interest. No 
significant interactions were found for negative affect (F(2, 217) = 0.05, p = .948), positive 
affect (F(2, 214) = 0.78, p = .460), body dissatisfaction (F(2, 217) = 0.30, p = .743), or self-
esteem (F(2, 216) = 1.41, p = .247) for the concern over mistakes subscale of the MPS. There 
were also no significant interactions when using PSPS as the moderator for the outcomes of body 
dissatisfaction (F(2, 217) = 0.28, p = .756), negative affect (F(2, 211) = 0.74, p = .479), positive 
affect (F(2, 208) = 1.72, p = .182), or self-esteem (F(2, 216) = 1.11, p = .331). 
Self-compassion. A 3 (photo condition) x 2 (level of self-compassion) ANOVA was 
conducted that examined the effects of photo viewing condition on the outcomes of interest. No 
significant interactions were found for body dissatisfaction (F(2, 217) = 0.15, p = .863), negative 
affect (F(2, 211) = 0.62, p = .539), positive affect (F(2, 208) = 0.59, p = .556), or self-esteem 
(F(2, 216) = 0.09, p = .913). 
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Body appreciation. A 3 (photo condition) x 2 (level of body appreciation) ANOVA was 
conducted that examined the effects of photo viewing condition and body appreciation on the 
outcomes of interest. No significant interactions were found for body dissatisfaction (F(2, 217) = 
1.53, p = .219), negative affect (F(2, 211) = 1.81, p = .166), positive affect (F(2, 208) = 0.21, p = 
.809), or self-esteem (F(2, 216) = 2.26, p = .107). 
Discussion 
The results were both consistent and inconsistent with our hypotheses. We theorized that 
viewing both “fitspiration” and “thinspiration” images would have similar negative effects on 
body satisfaction, affect, and state self-esteem. We found that those who viewed fitspiration 
images reported significantly greater body dissatisfaction and lower self-esteem than those in the 
control conditions, but not compared to those in the thinspiration condition. Similarly, those in 
the fitspiration condition reported lower positive affect than the controls, but not those in the 
thinspiration condition. This provides support for our hypothesis that fitspiration would lead to 
greater negative affect than viewing images in the control condition, but not differ from viewing 
thinspiration. Surprisingly, however, there was photo condition did not lead to differences in 
negative affect. This could be because the PANAS covers a range of negative emotions, some of 
which might not have increased after viewing the images, for example fear. It may be interesting 
to explore each emotion individually and compare pre- and post- values.  
Recent literature has reported that fitspiration and thinspiration have similar content, 
which could explain why these images may lead to similar psychological effects (Boepple & 
Thompson, 2016; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015). It could be that the newly popular fit ideal 
explains why this group felt negatively about themselves, as opposed to the thin ideal which is 
still desirable but not necessarily the ideal body type in the current society. Additionally, the 
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women in fitspiration images are often thin in addition to being toned and strong, this could have 
been added reasons to make participants feel inadequate.  
Motivation to diet and to exercise 
 However, we found no differences between all three photo conditions (fitspiration, 
thinspiration, and control) in motivation to diet or to exercise. This is despite the fact that 
previous content analyses have found evidence that fitspiration images are intended to encourage 
exercise (Simpson & Mazzeo, 2017). Thus in our study, fitspiration images did not have their 
intended effects, but rather only resulted in negative outcomes including and reduced body 
image, lower self-esteem, and reduced positive affect. However, our study measured motivation 
differently than than previous studies. Those studies asked a one-item question to measure 
motivation to exercise and to diet, whereas we used three items to capture motivation effects 
more broadly (Tiggemann and Zaccardo (2015)). This could explain why we did not find a 
higher motivation to exercise in fitspiration viewers. 
Moderation: social comparison and perfectionism 
 We hypothesized that when participants reported greater social comparison and 
perfectionism they would report greater negative affect, lower positive affect, and lower self 
esteem, of fitspiration images. Social comparison did moderate some of the associations between 
images and outcomes. In particular, participants who reported high levels of social comparison 
were more likely to report lower self-esteem and reduced positive affect when they were in the 
fitspiration condition in comparison to the control condition. This is consistent with our 
hypothesis.  We expected that when participants reported higher social comparison they would 
be more likely to report negative outcomes after viewing fitspiration images. However, we did 
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not we did not find the interaction hypothesized for perfectionism, suggesting that perfectionism 
does not moderate the negative effects of these images.  
Self compassion and body appreciation 
 Contrary to our hypotheses, grater self-compassion and body appreciation did not 
moderate these effects. Previous research suggested that fitspiration images paired with self-
compassion messages decreased negative effects (Slater et al., 2017).  This may be due to how 
we measured self-compassion. In the present study we captured internal self-compassion as a 
trait rather than as an external stimulus. Thus, our study examined if participants practiced self-
compassion, rather than exposing them to self-compassion messages. In contract to a previous 
study that body appreciation acted as a buffer for body dissatisfaction after thin ideal exposure 
(Andrew et al., 2015), we did not replicate this finding in our current study. 
Strengths 
 A key strength of this study was that we experimentally compared fitspiration and, 
thinspiration images to control images. Previous research had examined this two fitspiration and 
thinspiration images through content analyses, but had not compared their effects on viewers 
directly. This was important to show that some negative effects previously found after viewing 
thinspiration images also applied to fitspiration images. This is especially important since 
thinspiration images have been banned on certain websites, thus creating a case that fitspiration 
images should be banned as well. Additional strengths of the study include the experimental 
design, which allowed us to investigate causality, the careful selection of diverse and balanced 
images, and the recruitment of undergraduate females, a group known to be active on social 
media. Specifically, 90% of 18-29 year-old women reported being active users of social media 
(Perrin et al., 2015).  
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Limitations  
Despite its strengths, this study also had some limitations. First, although undergraduates 
are an important group to study in relation to social media, the results of this study are not 
generalizable to other populations (e.g., men, young adolescent females, older women, more 
diverse socioeconomic backgrounds). Another limitation of the study was that it was completed 
online. Although this allowed for a larger sample size, we were unable to monitor participants’ 
computer activity while they completed the survey and cannot ensure that each subject dedicated 
the same attention to viewing the photos and completing questionnaires. Priming is another 
limitation of this study, because we had participants complete measures of our outcomes of 
interest and moderators before viewing the photos. These measures (namely, body 
dissatisfaction, social comparison) may have led them to understand the intentions of the study 
and alter their answers. Additionally, because the pre- and post-measures were so close to each 
other temporally, it could be that some participants remembered their initial answers and 
reported the same scores, which would have diluted possible effects.  
Devote a paragraph to men here. Would they have the same response to images of women? 
Images of men?  
Future research and implications 
One important direction of future research involves investigating the effects of these 
images in a younger sample, since it has been found that adolescents who internalize beauty 
standards portrayed in the media tend to work out more (Taveras et al., 2004). Future studies 
could examine other moderating variables that might increase or decrease risk after viewing 
these images such as knowledge of exercise and degree of social media usage. Researchers 
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should also continue to attend to the changing body ideals from the thin ideal to the fit ideal, to 
further understand the nuances of the fit and muscular ideals (Robinson et al, 2017).  
The current study’s findings could inform media literacy programs in order to prevent 
these negative effects of fitspiration images. Based on our findings, future work may design a 
media literacy program to target social comparison and help users understand the risks associated 
with viewing these images. Previous research has found that media literacy, specifically critical 
thinking, acted as a protective factor against increased body dissatisfaction after exposure to thin-
ideal images (McLean et al., 2016). Perhaps media literacy would protect against negative effects 
of fit-ideal exposure as well.  
In conclusion, this experimental study was the first to compare the effects of viewing 
fitspiration and thinspiration images on participants’ self report of their positive and negative 
affect. Fitspiration images, though intended to motivate social media users to improve their 
lifestyle via exercise, do not actually appear to increase motivation for exercise and, instead, can 
create lead to worse body image, reduced self-esteem, and decreased positive affect. Because 
these images’ popularity, future research is necessary to understand the factors that make some 
individuals more vulnerable to their negative effects. In addition, media literacy programs 
adapted or developed to communicate the outcomes associated with viewing these images and to 
challenge fit-ideal messages (e.g., that the fit-ideal is easily attainable and should be a desired 
goal).  
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Table 1   
 
Descriptive Statistics and Group Comparisons on Demographic Variables  
 
Note. Descriptive statistics are presented as means (standard deviations) or percentages. Highest 
level of education is presented in years (12 = high school graduation, 16 = 4 year college, 21 = 
PhD or MD). For all continuous constructs, higher scores reflect greater levels of the constructs.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Fitspiration 
(n = 71) 
 
Thinspiration 
(n = 77) 
Control 
(n = 75) 
ANOVA 
(omnibus F, p-
value, partial η2) 
Chi-Square (X2, 
p-value) 
Age 
(years) 
18.66 (0.96) 18.87 (0.94) 18.56 (0.90) F(2, 220) = 2.212,  
p = .112, 
partial η2 = .02 
-- 
Race (% 
identifying 
as white) 
69.0% 76.6% 74.7% -- X2 (2, N = 223) = 
8.53,  
p = .742 
Ethnicity 
(% 
identifying  
as Latina) 
7.0% 7.9% 10.8% -- X2 (2, N = 221) = 
0.728,  
p = .695 
Highest 
level of 
education 
(years) 
 
15.77 (2.22) 16.13 (2.57) 16.47 (2.45) F(2, 219) = 1.489,  
p = .228,  
partial η2 = .01 
-- 
Body 
mass 
index 
(kg/m2) 
23.58 (4.55) 22.91 (4.22) 22.20 (3.58) F(2, 218) = 2.026,  
p = .134,  
partial η2 = .02 
-- 
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Table 2  
 
Descriptive Statistics and Group Comparisons of Baseline Values  
Note. Descriptive statistics are presented as means (standard deviations). For affect and self-
esteem, higher scores reflect greater levels of the constructs. For body dissatisfaction, lower 
scores indicate greater levels of the construct. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Fitspiration 
(n = 71) 
Thinspiration 
(n = 77) 
Control 
(n = 75) 
ANOVA 
(omnibus F, p-
value, partial η2) 
Negative 
Affect 
18.71 (6.62) 18.37 (6.53) 18.51 (6.53) F(2, 210) = 0.046,  
p = .955, 
partial η2 = .00 
Positive 
Affect 
26.03 (8.23) 28.11 (9.16) 28.26 (9.53) F(2, 212) = 1.336,  
p = .265, 
partial η2 = .01 
Body 
Dissatisfaction 
 
3.98  (0.93) 4.03 (1.00) 4.16 (0.95) F(2, 220) = 0.641,  
p = .528, 
partial η2 = .01 
 
Self-esteem 
 
65.23 (12.73) 67.56 (15.34) 68.51 (14.17) F(2, 216) = 1.010,  
p = .366,  
partial η2 = .009 
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Figure 1. Interaction of body comparison and photo condition on self-esteem after viewing 
photos.  
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Figure 2. Interaction of body comparison and photo condition on positive affect after viewing 
photos. 
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